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Abstract Atmospheric conditions at the site of a cosmic ray observatory must be known well for re-
constructing observed extensive air showers, especially when measured using the fluorescence technique.
For the Pierre Auger Observatory, a sophisticated network of atmospheric monitoring devices has been
conceived. Part of this monitoring was a weather balloon program to measure atmospheric state vari-
ables above the Observatory. To use the data in reconstructions of air showers, monthly models have
been constructed. Scheduled balloon launches were abandoned and replaced with launches triggered by
high-energetic air showers as part of a rapid monitoring system. Currently, the balloon launch program
is halted and atmospheric data from numerical weather prediction models are used. A description of the
balloon measurements, the monthly models as well as the data from the numerical weather prediction are
presented.
PACS. 95.85.Ry Cosmic rays – 95.55.Vj Cosmic ray detectors – 92.60.-e Properties and dynamics of the
atmosphere
1 Introduction
At the Pierre Auger Observatory, extensive air showers induced by cosmic rays with energies above 1017 eV are
measured. With increasing energy of the primary particle, the flux of cosmic rays is strongly decreasing and it is
expected that a transition from cosmic rays with galactic origin to those with extragalactic origin is occurring in the
observed energy range of the Pierre Auger Observatory. Besides the energy of the cosmic rays, which is needed to
evaluate the spectral slope of the cosmic ray flux, another information of utmost importance is their mass composition.
For the detection of extensive air showers with high statistics, a surface detector array consisting of more than 1 600
water Cherenkov tanks is installed at the Pampa Amarilla close to Malargu¨e, Argentina. The second component of
the Observatory are 27 fluorescence telescopes at four sites observing faint nitrogen fluorescence in the atmosphere
above the ground array. The fluorescence emission is induced by the giant cascade of secondary particles developing
after the primary cosmic ray interacts with nuclei in the upper parts of the atmosphere. This dim light can only be
detected during nights with low atmospheric opacity and little light background from the moon or other sources.
The fluorescence technique is very susceptible to changes in atmospheric state variables and optical properties of
the air. Both depend on air temperature, pressure and on water vapor pressure. For this reason, the Pierre Auger
Observatory employs a sophisticated atmospheric monitoring program [1] to measure atmospheric properties. This in-
cludes infrared cloud cameras and lidar stations at every FD site [2] to scan for clouds, a weather balloon program [3]
to measure profiles of atmospheric state variables and five weather stations distributed over the array of the Auger
Observatory to monitor surface values. The lidar stations and two central laser facilities are used to measure the
aerosol optical depth [4]. All this information is adequately processed to be included in the reconstruction procedure
for measured extensive air showers. Critical aspects are the spatial and temporal resolution of the locally observed
atmospheric conditions. In case of profiles of atmospheric state variables, monthly models were compiled using ra-
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diosonde data [3]. More recently, the applicability of data from the Global Data Assimilation System (GDAS) for the
Pierre Auger Observatory has been investigated [5].
The paper is structured as follows: In Sec. 2, we will give a short introduction to expected effects of atmospheric
properties on the development and detection of extensive air showers. The locally observed data of state variables
by weather balloons and their application in the air shower reconstruction are described in Sec. 3. In Sec. 4, GDAS
data are described and compared to local measurements at the Auger Observatory and the development of monthly
models from these data is detailed. A brief discussion of uncertainties within the air shower reconstruction caused by
variations of atmospheric conditions is given in Sec. 5.
2 Impact of Atmospheric State Variables on Air Shower Measurements
Two important aspects of air shower reconstruction are the determination of the energy of the primary particle of
each shower and the estimate of the mass composition for a large set of observed events. The first quantity is obtained
at the Pierre Auger Observatory by an almost calorimetric measurement of the energy deposited in the atmosphere
during the air shower development [6]. The induced fluorescence light is proportional to the energy deposit at each
state of shower development [7]. The integral detection of the light trace by fluorescence telescopes enables a very
precise determination of the energy of the cosmic ray particle. The second quantity, the mass composition of air
showers, is derived by investigating the position of the shower maximum Xmax, the altitude given in units of g cm
−2
where the number of secondary particles is highest [8]. For the general case of vertical incidence and equal energy
of the primary cosmic ray particle, nuclei of light elements initiate deeply penetrating air showers and more shallow
showers are formed by interactions of heavier elements. Xmax is fluctuating considerably from shower to shower, so
large statistics is needed to draw conclusions about mass composition. Larger fluctuations of Xmax are observed for
lighter elements than for elements with a high number of nuclei. With fluorescence telescopes, the atmospheric depth
of shower maximum can be measured directly.
Atmospheric state variables, mainly the density of air ρ, alter the development of extensive air showers in the
atmosphere as it is governed by the interactions and decays of the secondary particles. These processes are determined
by the atmospheric depth X , which is the path integral of ρ from the top of the atmosphere to a given altitude. Since
the fluorescence telescopes observe the light trace with respect to geometrical altitude h, the conversion between h
and X depends on atmospheric conditions.
Most sensitive to short-term variations of state variables is the fluorescence yield of nitrogen in air [9–12]. The
main emission bands for nitrogen molecules are in the range between about 280 and 420nm. The energy deposit of the
air shower in the atmosphere causes an excitation of mainly the second positive system of N2 and the first negative
system of N+2 . The spontaneous de-excitation, yielding the fluorescence light emission, is counteracted by collisional de-
excitation of nitrogen molecules by other nitrogen or oxygen molecules and by water vapor. These quenching processes
are dependent on atmospheric conditions. The rate of collisions between the molecules can be described by kinetic gas
theory, including temperature and pressure dependence. In addition, the collisional cross sections between nitrogen
and air molecules in general were measured to be explicitly temperature-dependent [13,14]. The content of water vapor
in air adds another quenching source.
All these aspects require a sophisticated consideration of actual atmospheric conditions in the process of air shower
reconstruction. Thus, the Pierre Auger Observatory is operating a program for measuring profiles of atmospheric state
variables with meteorological radio soundings supplemented by a set of ground-based weather stations.
3 The Weather Balloon Program
In the process of air shower reconstruction, the observed fluorescence light at the telescopes is interpreted as energy
deposited by the air shower in the atmosphere along the shower trajectory. This requires intermediate steps of correcting
the observed light by atmospheric attenuation (absorption and scattering out of the field of view) and of determining
the effective fluorescence yield taking into account all quenching processes. The atmospheric properties needed for
fluorescence description are described in Sec. 2. In the case of ground-based fluorescence telescopes, like the detectors
used at the Auger Observatory, light absorptions by atmospheric trace gases is of minor importance. More relevant
are aerosol and molecular scattering. Aerosol conditions above the Observatory are measured every hour during data
taking of the telescopes [4]. The molecular scattering, i. e. Rayleigh scattering, depending on temperature, pressure
and humidity, is calculated during reconstruction by applying atmospheric profiles of these quantities.
3.1 Radiosoundings
The most direct way to obtain altitude-dependent profiles of state variables is given by measurements with mete-
orological radiosondes launched on weather balloons. At the Pierre Auger Observatory, intermittent launches were
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performed between August 2002 and December 2010. During the first years, campaigns of about 3 weeks with an
average of 9 launches per campaign were done roughly 3 times per year. Starting in July 2005, the rate of launches
became more regularly to about one launch every five days. In March 2009, the radio soundings were implemented
into the rapid atmospheric monitoring program of the Auger Observatory [3], triggering a launch of a weather balloon
shortly after the detection of particularly interesting air showers like very high-energetic events, see Sec. 3.3. In total,
331 successfully measured profiles are gathered until end of 2010.
With the used radiosondes [16], air temperature T and relative humidity u are measured directly via dedicated
sensors. Until October 2008, a type of radiosonde was used with active measurement of the pressure p. With the more
recent type of sonde, the pressure is calculated iteratively from ground pressure, the measured temperature profile and
altitude from GPS information. The wind speed and direction is obtained from the GPS position as well. All derived
variables like water vapor pressure and air density are calculated afterwards. In Fig. 1, one example measurement of
the atmospheric conditions per season is displayed. Because of the exponential decrease of p, this variable is plotted
as difference to the US Standard Atmosphere 1976 (USStdA) [15]. Significant differences to the USStdA are found
between about 5 and 12 km a.s.l. where the most dynamic development of extensive air showers is taking place. Air
humidity is relevant only in the lowest 6 km a.s.l., influencing mainly the air fluorescence yield (see Sec. 2). The main
wind direction is west at the site of the Auger Observatory, only few balloons were driven by east wind. As indicated
by the altitude color code1 in the bottom panel of Fig. 1, most of the weather balloons were still above the array of
the Observatory until about 10 km a.s.l., the conditions were indeed measured at the place of interest.
3.2 Monthly Models
Radiosonde launches are the most accurate way to determine the current profiles of atmospheric state variables for
air shower reconstruction. Meteorological institutions performing synoptic measurements around the world launch at
least two balloons per day, while at the Pierre Auger Observatory, only one balloon every few days was launched.
Even though the atmospheric conditions above the Pampa Amarilla vary only moderately, it is not possible to simply
interpolate between two launches for the application in air shower reconstruction. To cover all periods and in particular
the intermediate time periods, monthly models have been constructed for the site of the Observatory. These models
have been compiled two times from locally measured weather data, once in 2005 and an updated set was produced in
2009. The models from 2005 are mostly based on radiosonde measurements from Co´rdoba and Santa Rosa, Argentina,
both more than 500km away from Malargu¨e. They are adjusted in the lower part of the atmosphere by local radiosonde
launches performed above the Pierre Auger Observatory.
Until December 2008, 277 launches were performed on site, so models based solely on local measurements could be
produced. Unlike the previous version, this new set also includes air humidity. All data measured during day and night
are used, but some criteria are applied to the dataset to avoid biasing the monthly models. If there are more than one
launch performed within one day or within one night, only one data set is selected for the models. Therefore, only one
launch per nine hours is considered. This leaves data from 261 launches. For the monthly vapor pressure models, 32
more launches during overcast conditions are excluded.
For each launch, measured temperature, pressure and relative humidity profiles are available. Vapor pressure and
density are then calculated using the Magnus formula and the ideal gas law. Profiles of the atmospheric depth are
calculated by integrating the density profile from the height at balloon burst hb down to the ground. The initial atmo-
spheric depth at burst height is estimated by the pressure and the gravitational acceleration, X(hb) = p(hb)/g(Φ, hb),
with Φ being the geographical latitude. Typical burst heights are between 20 and 25 km corresponding to atmospheric
depths between 20 to 40 g cm−2. All profiles of each month are then averaged giving profiles starting at 1 600 m a.s.l.
Using data from five weather stations across the Observatory, the averages are extrapolated down to 1 200m a.s.l. The
monthly profiles for temperature T and water vapor pressure e are displayed in Fig. 2, along with the differences of
pressure p and atmospheric depth X to the profiles of the USStdA.
For an appropriate use in air shower simulations, e. g. using CORSIKA [17], every monthly atmospheric depth
average is fitted with an exponential function for four different layers i,
X(h) = ai + bie
−h/ci . (1)
The four sets of parameters ai, bi, ci and the heights of the boundaries between the layers are fit taking into account
given boundary and continuity conditions between the layers. The local models reach up to 30 km, but for air shower
simulations, data are required until the top of the atmosphere. This is achieved by applying adjusted density data from
the USStdA above the local profiles up to 100 km. Above, the atmospheric depth is described by a linear decrease to
Zero which is reached at 112.8 km a.s.l. This fifth layer is adopted from the standard parameterization of the USStdA
which is available in CORSIKA.
1 For interpretation of the colors in this figure, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.
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Figure 1. One characteristic atmosphere per season obtained by meteorological radiosondes above the array of the Pierre
Auger Observatory. The profiles for spring were measured at Oct., 3rd, 2007, 9:17 UTC (start time of weather balloon), for
summer at Feb., 19th, 2008, 00:29 UTC, for autumn at Apr., 28th, 2007, 9:26 UTC, and for winter at Aug., 10th, 2007, 9:26
UTC. Top left: temperature, Top right: difference of measured pressure profile to that of the US Standard Atmosphere 1976
(USStdA) [15], Bottom left: relative humidity, Bottom right: water vapor pressure. Bottom: Flight path of weather balloons1.
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Figure 2. The Malargu¨e Monthly Models for temperature, pressure, water vapor pressure and atmospheric depth derived from
local measurements until end of 2008. For pressure and atmospheric depth, the difference to the USStdA is shown.
3.3 The Balloon-the-Shower program
The rapid atmospheric monitoring program is conceived to provide almost real-time atmospheric data for air shower
events that are of special interest to the analyses of the Pierre Auger Observatory [3]. This includes events with very
high energies that are used for the energy calibration of the SD array [18] as well as anisotropy and composition
studies [19, 20]. Also, showers with distorted profiles are of interest, since they might arise from exotic particles or
unusual hadronic interactions [21]. To be able to trigger a dedicated atmospheric measurement, air shower data are
put to an online reconstruction within a few minutes after they are gathered in the central campus of the Observatory.
The balloon program became part of this program in March 2009 to reduce the time after an high-energetic air
shower from up to several days down to less than three hours. Relevant air shower parameters, like reconstructed
energy, shower profile, detector information and uncertainty estimates, from the online reconstruction are sent to a
computer running an analysis script that checks for new showers every 15 minutes for profiles that meet certain quality
criteria. In order to reduce the number of possible air showers triggering the BtS (Balloon-the-Shower) program, an
energy threshold of 1019.3 eV (about 20EeV) was implemented.
Once an interesting shower is found, a local technician is informed via a short text message. He then drives to
the Balloon Launching Station (BLS, c. f. Fig. 3) close to the south-western boundary of the surface detector array
to launch a probe. Radiosondes are launched only within 3 hours after the time of an air shower event. During the
run of BtS between March 2009 and December 2010, 100 interesting showers were identified, followed by sending a
text message, and yielding 52 successfully launched balloons. During some launches, further triggers were registered,
so that a total number of 62 air shower events are covered by actual radio soundings. The remaining triggers were lost
due to diverse technical failures.
An analysis of reconstructed shower parameters with profiles measured within the BtS program instead of monthly
models shows a clear improvement of the accuracy of the reconstruction and no systematic effect due to shower
geometry or time of year are found, see Sec. 5. The BtS data played an important part in validating new atmospheric
model data for the air shower reconstruction at the Pierre Auger Observatory. The on-site measurements served as
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Figure 3. Map of the region around the Pierre Auger Observatory with ge-
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positions of the surface and fluorescence detectors are superimposed. The GDAS
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a reference for investigating the applicability of data from the Global Data Assimilation System (GDAS) for the
Observatory, see next Section.
4 Data From Numerical Weather Prediction
Nowadays, numerical weather prediction is based on the process of data assimilation. Using complex mathematical
models, the atmospheric conditions can be predicted at all positions worldwide. To consolidate these models, the
predictions are supplemented with measured data from weather stations, weather balloon launches, measurements
from aircraft and ships, as well as satellite data.
4.1 The Global Data Assimilation System
The Global Data Assimilation System (GDAS) is provided by the American National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA). The data are available in a resolution of three hours and a 1◦ latitude-longitude grid for the
entire globe without charge via NOAA’s Real-time Environmental Applications and Display sYstem (READY) [22]. In
Fig. 3, the available grid points close to the Auger array are shown. Superimposed are the positions of the regular SD
grid and the location and field of views of the four FD sites. The two grid points to the West of the Observatory are
already in the Andes mountains and therefore not suited. The point to the North-East was chosen as it is the closest
to the array. The differences between this point and the grid point to the South-East are on average less than 1 ◦C in
temperature and less than 0.3 hPa in water vapor pressure at all altitudes, making an extrapolation unnecessary.
GDAS data is provided on 23 pressure surfaces ranging from 1000hPa (sea level) to 20 hPa (about 26 km a.s.l.).
Additionally, surface values are included. For the site of the Auger Observatory, the lowest 5 pressure levels are below
the surface height. This is a remnant of the mathematical nature of the numerical weather prediction model and the
data of these levels are discarded. Useful data for the Auger site are available starting in June 2005.
To check the applicability of the GDAS data at the Auger site, they were compared with the local radiosonde
data and weather station data on the ground. In Fig. 4, for several altitudes the differences in temperature, pressure,
water vapor pressure and atmospheric depth between measured radiosonde data and the corresponding data from the
GDAS model (black dots) and the Malargu¨e monthly models (red open squares) are shown for measurements in 2009
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and 2010. This time period was chosen since the monthly models were compiled from data until the end of 2008, so
the balloon data from 2009 and 2010 represent an independent data sample to the monthly models. The error bars
denote the RMS of the differences at each height. Closer to the ground, slightly larger differences are found in all
quantities. In all four quantities, both models describe the local conditions well. However, it is clear that the GDAS
model overall shows slightly smaller differences than the monthly models and, more importantly, has much smaller
deviations between individual profiles as indicated by the much smaller error bars. It should be mentioned that the
agreement between local radio soundings and the monthly models is similarly well as the GDAS model comparison
with local measurements for the years 2005 to 2008 [5], but still GDAS has a smaller spread.
The surface values of the GDAS data are investigated by comparisons with data from the weather stations. In
Fig. 5, the differences of measured weather station data and GDAS data are shown for two weather stations (CLF and
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Loma Amarilla) at the time of the GDAS data set. The GDAS data are interpolated at the height of the respective
weather station and agree well with the weather station data. The mean deviation of the distributions is comparable
to the difference seen between individual weather stations across the array.
In summary, the GDAS data describe the conditions at the Pierre Auger Observatory very well as shown by
comparisons with locally measured data. With its superior temporal resolution, they are an excellent source for
profiles of atmospheric state variables. Furthermore, the GDAS data sets contain a lot more information that might
be explored in the future.
4.2 Monthly Models from GDAS Data
The 3-hourly GDAS data are very well suited for data reconstruction at the Pierre Auger Observatory, as shown in the
previous section. For air shower simulations, e. g. with CORSIKA, a parameterized atmospheric depth is needed. This
is a complex procedure and cannot be repeated every three hours for GDAS data, resulting in an excessive number
of possible atmospheric conditions to choose from during simulations. Therefore, GDAS data are not applicable for
simulation. Monthly models are a good compromise between mapping seasonal atmospheric variations on air shower
development and exploiting the good agreement of GDAS data at the Auger site. Averaging the GDAS data in monthly
bins for the time period of June 2005 until May 2011 shows clear seasonal trends at all altitudes for temperature,
pressure, water vapor pressure, air density and atmospheric depth.
After creating monthly averages of all relevant atmospheric state variables, the atmospheric depth is fit with an
exponential function, see Eq. (1), and for all 12 months, the atmospheric depths profiles are parameterized as described
in Sec. 3.2. The parameterized atmospheric depth functions describe the averaged depth profiles very well, only showing
small differences of less than 0.5 g cm−2 at all altitudes. These residuals are much smaller than those for the monthly
models because of the rather small number of local measurements used to develop the models as described in Sec. 3.2.
For using the monthly GDAS models in air shower reconstructions as a fallback if the 3-hourly GDAS data are not
available, the models for the temperature, pressure, humidity and air density have to be provided, along with the depth
parameterizations. However, after the fit procedure, the model of the atmospheric depth is not necessarily consistent
with the averages of the other variables. Therefore, new air density profiles are computed from the derivatives of the
depth parameterizations. Using the averaged pressure profile, a new temperature profile is calculated using the ideal gas
law and new profiles of the water vapor pressure and relative humidity can be compiled. The new profiles are checked
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against the averaged profiles and the differences are found to be of the order of the statistical uncertainties of the
averaged models. In Fig. 6, the final models for temperature, pressure, water vapor pressure and the parameterizations
of the atmospheric depth are shown.
5 Reconstruction of Extensive Air Showers
As a final check of the applicability of the meteorological model data for the measurements of the Pierre Auger
Observatory, air shower data are reconstructed. In this analysis, the two most important air shower parameters,
primary energy E and atmospheric depth of shower maximum Xmax, are investigated. The same set of air shower
events is reconstructed in the same way with three different atmospheric descriptions. To be able to use real-time
atmospheric profiles, all air showers of the BtS program are used. These 62 events are reconstructed one time with the
atmospheric profiles of the dedicated radio soundings, labelled SBtS. The second reconstruction set is processed using
the monthly models from local measurements (Sec. 3.2), SnMMM, and the third set is produced applying the GDAS
data with the 3-hour resolution, SGDAS. In Fig. 7, the differences for E and Xmax are shown between the different
sets of reconstructions. For SBtS-SnMMM, the mean difference in the reconstructed energy is 0.5% and the width of
the distribution is 2.3%, in Xmax the difference is 0.3 g cm
−2 with an RMS of 6.6 g cm−2. For SBtS-SGDAS, the mean
difference in the reconstructed energy is −0.2% with an RMS of 1.2%, and 0.5 g cm−2 with a width of 3.3 g cm−2 in
Xmax. While the mean differences are centered about zero, the spread of the distribution of the SBtS-SnMMM comparison
is not negligible for the uncertainties of air shower reconstructions.
Applying the atmospheric data from GDAS presented here in an air shower simulation study, the advantage of the
data is demonstrated. The reconstruction uncertainties related to the description of the molecular atmosphere decrease
by as much as 50% using the GDAS data instead of the monthly models [5]. This result was obtained by simulating air
showers with arbitrary geometries using atmospheric conditions measured by radiosondes. After reconstructing these
data with the correct measured data, the GDAS data and the monthly models, the uncertainties can be evaluated by
comparing the reconstructions using the models and the correct atmospheric conditions.
6 Summary
Atmospheric monitoring and the better understanding of fluorescence emission processes in the atmosphere are very
important tasks for ground-based cosmic ray observatories, as they contribute a large part to the total systematic
uncertainties of reconstructed parameters.
At the Pierre Auger Observatory, atmospheric state variables at the ground are measured continuously by several
weather stations and an extensive weather balloon program was operated to measure the height-dependent profiles of
these parameters. To use this information in the reconstruction of air showers, monthly models have been constructed
from monthly averages of these balloon data. To improve the reconstruction quality of showers of special interest, a
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rapid monitoring program was implemented to launch balloons after high-energetic events that are identified by an
online reconstruction.
Following the balloon program, GDAS data are now processed for using in the analyses procedures of the Pierre
Auger Observatory. With their superior temporal resolution and good availability, they are suited perfectly for the
reconstruction of air showers and help to significantly reduce the systematic uncertainties associated with the choice
of the model to describe the molecular atmosphere. From these data, monthly models were constructed to help to
incorporate our best knowledge of the atmosphere above the Pierre Auger Observatory also in the simulations of
cosmic ray air showers.
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